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of finding its world-wide burden too heavy. The American convoy
had been allowed to reach Brest. Sierra Leone, on the West African
coast, had been plundered by a Republican squadron in September,
I794,1 and there had been moments in the summer when the King
at Weymouth had seemed in some danger of being kidnapped by
French smugglers who put nightly into the Dorset coves. During
an alarm in September the frigates on guard in Portland Bay
actually opened fire on one another.2 In November, through
Howe's policy of keeping his main fleet in harbour for the winter,
a British battleship had been captured by a French division 200
miles off Ushant, and a fortnight later reinforcements for Guade-
loupe had been allowed to sail from Brest. Nor was naval disci-
pline satisfactory: a ship of the line, ordered to the West Indian
station, had mutinied at Spithead, and had only been brought
back to duty after the guns of die Fleet had been levelled against
her.

Had it not been for the demoralisation of the French navy,
Britain might easily have suffered disaster. But fortunately the
French, though capable of inflicting damage, were not able to take
the offensive. After Christmas Villaret Joyeuse's fleet, raiding in the
Atlantic, lost no less than five ships of die line, three of them
foundering in a tempest. Even this ill-fated voyage cost Britain
seventy merchantmen, and enabled French naval reinforcements to
reach the Mediterranean. Here also British convoys suffered, many
hundreds of vessels being captured by French privateers for lack of
proper protection.3

With the coastline of Europe to patrol from Hamburg to Genoa
and convoys to protect in every part of the world the Navy needed
leadership of genius. Instead it was commanded mostly by elderly
men of routine. Lord Spencer, who had taken over the office of
First Lord of the Admiralty from Chatham, was an upright and
capable patrician who was later to show himself capable of bold
decisions at a critical time. But for the present he was inexperienced
and self-opinionated. Almost his first act was to quarrel with the
best senior officer in the Service, Lord Hood, because the outspoken
old man had given unpalatable advice. The Mediterranean com-

1 The acting Governor of the little station was young Zachary Macaulay,
the father of the historian.

2 H. M. C. Dropmore, II, 634.  See also 611-12.
3Nicolas, II, 32-3.